Dude. Of course, the book's title should remind us of its antecedent and its form -that is, a fairly random selection of people gathered together begin to tell each other stories.
But this time, instead of going on a religious pilgrimage, the people have gathered in the American Midwest of the early 1970s to put on an opera concerning a construction crew in the Deep South of the late 1940s. And, like their holier counterparts, the people gathered at State Univer sity in State City -modeled on Iowa City, Iowa -tell stories which range frcm autobiographical snippets to animal stories. But on whatever level (if such a level exists at all) Now Playing at ran^prburv pretends to the lofty heights of its predecessor, it fails: it has neither the inspired cosmology of Chaucer nor the ability to call itself a human conedy. But such quibbling need not hinder our appreciation of Bourjaily's accomplishment.
While the book is certainly not the finest work of fiction to appear in the last few years, it takes its place easily, albeit oddly, among the ranks of the very good.
Oddly: that's the important word here. Comparing this book to other recent and celebrated fictions is nearly impossible. Canterbury has neither the power, audacity, nor authority of pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow nor Gaddis's JR. But neither has it any of the calculatedly interminable banality of Heller1s Something Happened. In fact, it defies comparison of this sort. The closest thing to it in form might be John Gardner's October Light with its interpolated pulp novel, but even this is misleading. Bourjaily's book goes further, takes more chances, and is considerably more spastic.
It works altogether differently: its effect is subtle and cumulative, often difficult and fre quently frustrating. It forces the reader to participate, to grasp at the fine points of charac ter and plot development, to perceive the corres pondence between the real-life actualities of the assembled cast and crew and the stories they tell to each other. As the omniscient narrator puts it at the book's outset, there are "many voices to hear and sane to heed," but the voices themselves are often suspect. As the opera's librettist, Rigby "Snazzer" Short, answers when asked what happens "'when a group of people's brought together by chance for a while'": "'They Tell lies . . . And lie they do. Oscar Wilde can rest easily for a while: the art of lying has scaled new heights in State City.
Everything in the book is centered around the opera $4000 which involves a lengthy poker game and a contested pot. The plot is admittedly "too melo dramatic; but isn't opera always melodramatic?"
Evolving from the musical and technical aspects and problems of the opera's production is a larger depiction of the Midwestern ambience in a university town. But this thread which ties the whole book together is hardly spare or skeletal. While the major characters in the story rehearse their parts or tell their stories, the sheriff's department somewhat ineptly investigates the theft of some nearly worthless religious paintings from the art museum and decides to make a token drug bust which nets no dope but rather an impressive collection of worthless religious paintings. Bourjaily also furnishes us with a number of episodes exploring the institution of marriage in the m o d e m day as well as the vagaries of sexual liberation and con striction. This, then, is what we have in the way of a center. But the various stories, the lies as it were, are the real meat of the book. They are of primary interest largely because they furnish us with the material necessary to judge the partici pants.
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Just as one might well expect, however, the degree of success of the various stories is not always equivalent. Instead, the quality of the stories ranges from the lame to the sublinre, with most of the tales falling toward the latter end of the spectrum. Bourjaily reportedly spent twelve years working on this book, and during 
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Well?11" As Short's decorum and pride vanish, he glimpses Fitzgerald leaving the classroom with the worst student, a vapid sorority girl. While such a conclusion is perfectly logical with respect to Fitzgerald's own tastes, it is a terrible blow to the disenchanted, dishevelled Short.
There is also an excellent adventure of roadracing in the mountains of Mexico told by The story is completely realized, and it holds our attention so well that one thinks only much later about its perhaps being just another tall tale, just another lie. An automobile also figures prominently in the story told by Australian-born, pompous Hughmore Skeats. Skeats, who is constantly given to an affected, British Empire rhetoric (for instance, "Absobloodyfuckinglutely"), tells the tale of his drunken discharge from the U.S. Army at the end of World War II. Only in this reminiscence of his youth can one see the human and humorous side of this baritone jackass.
Some of the stories are interrelated, and two of these are wincingly discomfiting in their detail.
Both deal with castration -one with regard to the removal and gastronomical preparation of beef testicles, the other with regard to the attempt to make Marcel St. Edouard, the major tenor in the opera, into a castrato during his youth. Marcel's story concerns a monomaniacal stepfather determined to resurrect the grand music written for castrati in centuries past, a nearly idiot mother blind to the threat her husband's monomania poses to prepubescent Marcel's incipient manhood, and Marcel and his clarinet.
While the situation of this story is interest ing enough, one has to stand back and marvel at another of Bourjaily's great attributes: the impression he gives of knowing a little or a lot about almost anything -from music, art, and literature to automotive and mammalian anatomy.
Perhaps one might tender the criticism that the book is more than slightly studied in tone. It is. But Lubricant lacking but perhaps unnecessary. Ee hoists a leg over, adjusts position, and penetrates quickly. There is seme resistance in the lower part of the passage, a request ("Easy, darling"), in reply to which he inflicts a thrust both deft and uncompromising. The ending of the book is perhaps a bit melo dramatic. But the more I think about it, the less I'm convinced that it's a fault. Any work of fiction is, out of narrative as well as historical necessity, going to belie some sort of topical bias or concern. The ending of Canterbury concludes the story of Vietnam War protest with a vengeance.
Given the time, 1972, and the failure of the domes tic protest movement, the last story in the book quite logically and legitimately brings the reader into the last battles of the war -this time in
Hanoi. The conclusion is a bit extreme, but it is told, not with bitterness, but with indecisionshould one doubt the efficacy of one's efforts to effect some sort of change in a democratic society, or should one learn to accept the reality of continuing defeats? If there is a single theme binding the many parts of this book,, then it is this kind of defeat; for no one is truly victor ious on stage or in the real world. It is the lesson which dominates the life and career of Billy Hcffman, the director, who, more than any other character, provides a focus for the book.
It is this strange ending, I think, which prompted Peter S. Prescott of Newsweek to say, in his review of Canterbury, that Bourjaily "gives us America at the same remove from reality that television gives it to us." Of course, Prescott is right in this respect, but it's my impression that he fundamentally misunderstands both the nature of the idealistic commitment of the early seventies and the book itself. The book does, of course, represent some sort of "remove frari reality" the same way that any work of literature represents seme sort of detachment, as well as an inability to make its audience "really" participate in the fiction. !'7hat is Prescott asking for -a piece of snot-begrimed realism so convincing in its massing of details and situations that it would no longer resemble this book which only tenuously rests on the edge of realism? If Prescott's criticism (I use that word broadly when speaking of Newsweek reviews) tells us anything, then it is more about the condition of popular, newsmagazine criticism than it is about the book. Seen as a whole, Prescott's review is snivelling, snide, and destructive more so to Prescott's own credibility than to Bourjaily's ability to write fiction. It includes such gems as "It's a big book, all right , . .but as a novel it's a mess -pretentious, shallow, complacent and mannered often to the point of self-indulgence,"
One might just as well apply this comment to any number of books ranging from Tristram Shandy and Ballet with a herd of splayfooted cattle.
Perhaps the fault lies not with the reviewers, but rather with the publication strictures under which they most write -length, stylistic inelegance, etc. In the nineteenth-century, at least, a book review was much more than it is now.
It was a forum for artistic and literary debate as well as a sounding board for aesthetic bias and bigotry. If Poe were not remembered for his poetry and fiction, then we would still probably read him for his articulate reviews. But today the review is a bloodless, sterile thing, encased in a New York office building. It rarely provokes any sort of thought more than a subliminal urge to buy a book or spit on it. Such is our great loss and such is my bellyache.
But I digress; Bourjaily's book is the important thing here. And I reiterate that Now
Playing at Canterbury is an important book, though not quite the "bona fide American masterpiece" its dust cover calls it. While our native folk traditions may be dead, the story form definitely lives in our literature. Bourjaily has creditably demonstrated its vitality and intensity,* the power of entertainment for the sake of entertainment can still move us. This is how Bourjaily sums it up, and I can't think of any words to say it better:
"There's a story you could tell to pass the time as the lovely, polluted California seascape passes.
So could we all, every man his own Homer, blind, caught in the endless wonder of the words, of the cries, of the shouts, of the laughter, of the tears of the things of the stories of our lives."
